RENDEZVOUS IN HELL

Monsieur will understand when I tell him that I had a vocation that
was thwarted."

He fell silent for a moment, pressing the sponge between his hands.

"I wanted to be a Carthusian. Alas, the temptations of life!" he
added.

Jean-Noel, his head sticking out of the water, stared at him in sur-
prise.

"Yes, the influence of a good Father Superior was what I needed,"
Gugliemo went on. "Only, there it was, one foot in Montmartre, the
other in the monasteries ... If Monsieur would like to wash himself
now ... I always spend my holidays in Carthusian monasteries, even as
far away as Burgos, where the libraries are heaven. I like reading;
Monsieur le Baron will understand that, since he comes from a writing
family. I've read all Monsieur de La Monnerie's poems. But I enjoy
improper books too."

He had picked up the bath towel and was holding it against himself,
his hands joined beneath his chin, head bowed, eyes lowered. With his
great domed skull he looked more and more like some figure in a
fresco.

"To tell you the truth, Monsieur, I'm a mixture of St Augustine and
Oscar Wilde," he said emotionally. "But there, I'm talking and talk-
ing, boring Monsieur with all my nonsense."

He had wrapped the towel round Jean-Noel; he was rubbing him,
slapping him, bending down to dry his knees. "Monsieur must forgive
me, I'm old: fifty-two," he said plaintively.

He straightened up and looked at Jean-Noel enveloped in bath-
towelling.

"Monsieur looks exactly like a young monk," he said smiling and
blushing.

The pumps were a little large, but the dinner-jacket fitted perfectly.
It was rather preciously tailored from a sort of green-black silk that
made it more of a jewel-case than a suit.

As Jean-Noel left his room and started down the passage, he saw
through an open door the dark young man, the counterfeit adolescent,
who signed to him to come in.

Had he left the door open on purpose?

He was wearing a white coat, which emphasized the dark hollows of
his cheeks and eyes, and the extraordinary black fringe that fell almost
to his eyebrows.

Christian Leluc was wearing gloves, long mauve gloves, their tops
folded back against his shirt-cuffs. He was gently, tenderly stroking the
suede, his eyes on Jean-Noel.

"Aren't they pretty?" he said.

Jean-Noel saw him smile for the first time. His teeth were small,
with gaps between them, the incisors pointed like canines.
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